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Who wrote "The Groatsworth of Wit?" Was it Greene, as hitherto believed, or 
Chettle 7 To distinguish between the two writers’ styles, and thereby determine the 
authorship of a 16th Century literary work of particular interest to Shakespearean 
scholars, computer-aided techniques were employed. The two authors’ differing 
practices in word choice and other linguistic variables were collected, computated. 
and analyzed. The vocabularies in their other writings were organized by electronic 
data processing in the form of verbal indices, concordances, and order-of-frequency 
lists, and were then compared to a similar analysis of the language in "The 
Groatsworth of Wit." A great deal of objective evidence in precisely quantified form 
emerged to testify to Chettle’s authorship and forgery of the ’Groatsworth." The 
procedure used has important-implications for studies in style and may be applied to 
advantage in undergraduate and graduate studies, providing, as it does, a way of 
• identifying, surely and verifiably. distinctive stylistic traits of a noted author, and 
producing ample evidence for their observation and study. Appendices provide 
documentation. (GO) 
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SUMMARY 



The broad objective of this' project was to develop a computer- ' 
aided technique for distinguishing one writer's style from another's; 
and the method employed was -the comprehensive collection, analysis , and 
measurement of two authors ' differing practices in word-choice and other 
linguistic variables. . More specifically, the purpose was: to' apply these 
s criteria of authorship, once-ascertained, to the problem of the 
authenticity of a work of some importance in Shakespearean studies, 
namely, Greene 's' Groatsworth' of Wit (1592). Purportedly written- during 
his last days by .the Elizabethan playwright and pamphleteer Robert 
Greene, this book contains , .in an open letter addressed to Greene's 
, scholar-playwriight friends, the well-known attack on Shakespeare as 
^ "an- upstart' Crow . beautified : .with-.our : . feathers". 

The 11 ,000-word. Groatsworth of Wit was licensed for publication 
seventeen days after. Greene’. s'. death . A'l though its genuineness has 
been questioned . from-.time-. to time, the - view accepted by Shakespearean 
scholars is that it wasindeed written by Greene as a fictionalized . 

• account . of- his 1 ife, -.and -that, -.as .the title-page asserts, it was 
. "published. at his dyeing. request." In earlier research on the problem, 
however, the present. investigator-had. uncovered substantial' evidence, 
both in the-circumstances .of-.its . publication, and in its content and 
general style, that. the Groatsworth . of Wi t was spuri ous ; and he had 
found no-. evidence that was* unequivocally inconsistent with the 
supposition that the book-had- been fabricated after Greene's death. 
Consequently, the. hypothesis tested in this study, by the technique of 
rnmputatinnal .stylistics , .was .that' Greene's . Groatsworth- of Wit was in 
fact a literary forgery, produced. to capitalize on the public s avid 
" interest in the manner .of life and death of this notorious figure in 
the world of popular .entertainment (much. is known of the posthumous 
exploitation, of Greene-, by .sens ation-mongering writers and publishers); 
and that the. true author. of cue book, including the letter to the 
playwrights and the attack on Shakespeare, was the self-described 
editor of the manuscript, the. printer and free-lance writer Henry 
Chettle. In. the. preface. to-.a-.book published three months later, Chettle 
denied. con temporary- charges that he had forged the Groatsworth of Wit , 
insisted that it was "all Greenes" , and apologized to Shakespeare for 
not having expunged . Greene ' s '.' . i nvecti ve against him. 

t , 

The importance- of establishing. the authorship of the' Groatsworth 
of Wit lies, .of course, in the fact. that everything now believed about 
this .first known .episode in- Shakespeare's career depends on the 
authenticity of this bookv- The- question of authorship is important 
also because of the two-hundred-year-old controversy over the' meaning 
of the attack on the "upstart Crow". Some scholars (notably, Edmund 
Malone and J. .Dover Wilson) have. interpreted the passage as a charge 
of plagiarism against Shakespeare; and they have cited it to support 
their theory thatthe early history plavs were merely Shakespeare's 
revisions of works by Greene and the other playwrights addressed in the 



letter. Others, however', have'. seen in the invective only a charge of 
presumption against the .actor-playwright for' competing against university 
educated dramatists. If Chettle's authorship were established, and if 
it proved possible .to. reconstruct his method of fabrication, such a 
reconstruction might well reveal his intention and so lead to a final 
resolution of this long-debated-.question. 

The assumptions of this- study were that a writer employs the 
•variables of expression with*. characteristic patterns of frequency; and 
that, if we could detect' the .patterns .in which Greene and Chettle 
consistently differed, these discriminators' would provide the means 
to. determine- which- of the. two- was the author of the questioned work. 

The primary procedure. comprised. three phases. F“*rst, electronic 

• data- processing .was .used. to. organize bodies . of Greene's and Chettle's 

• prose- in .the form of. verbal- indexes ,-. concordances , and order-of-frequency 
lists. These computer-produced- materials were then analyzed for the 

• detection .of significantly .different .patterns of word-choice in the 

• writers, .and-.subsequently .of similarly contrasted preferences in their 

• employment-.of- nine .other .linguistic variables. The problem was to find 
within each .class .of .variable the-. particular usages which the two 
writers .employed with the. most .distinctively different patterns of 
frequency. . Though .singly these-.discriminating usages (e.g., each Greene- 
favored word) could not be .considered reliable indices of authorship 

-over an 11 ,000-word .sample .of .a-.writer's prose, the total frequency 
rates of the .individual .discriminators within each variable (e.g., all 
the Greene- favored words taken- together) might reasonably be accepted 
as valid criteria for determining the. author of the' Groatsworth of Wit . 
-The final phase .consisted, .then-, of- systematically comparing the ““ 
Greene and Chettle practices, thus differentiated, with the patterns 
of .usage of the same variables in the questioned work. 

For the test corpora, five entire prose works of Greene, and 
•Chettle's three known prose works, were "read into" the computer. The 
Greene works were all written within three years of the Groatsworth of 

• Wit and three .of .them. belong to the- same- genre of- Prodigal Son romance 
as the Groatsworth . , The Chettle works, however, ranged in date from 
1592 to 1603 and all .differed in genre. from the' Groatsworth . Any bias 

-in- the sampling, due. to. closeness -.in time. of composition or similarity of 
subject-matter- consequently- operated. against the hypothesis. The 

• computer programs .generated-. the* following output for each individual 
-.work of Greene and .Chettle, .for-. the .aggregate Greene and Chettle corpora, 

and. for .the- Groatsworth of Wit ; - a word. index, giving locations of each 
.word-occurrence In the. texts .a- complete. concordance, providing a line 
of- context .for each indexed.word-;- and a frequency-sorted list, showing 
all words in descending .order of their frequency in each individual 

work and- -in- the-' corpus- of each- writer- 

• * * * . » 

• 

The investigator and his assistants then took an exhaustive 
•comparative Inventory of the Greene- and Chettle vocabularies, tabulating 
the number of occurrences of each word, in each individual work and in 
the corpus of each author, and expressing the frequency rates as 
average number of occurrences per thousand words of the author's text. 



A Differential Rati o - for. the -word, .comparing its frequency rates : in the 
- . two writers , - was calculated; . .Discriminant or : marker words' were then 
determined-. by the following- criteria: a minimum of ten occurrences of 
the word. in either .author, a Differential Ratio of at least 1.5, and a 
ratio of variation in frequency. within each writer's' corpus, from one 
text to another,. lower.than. the. Differential-Ratio between the two 
writers. .Potential marker .words meeting. these criteria were tested for 

- their validity as style. predictors .against bodies of Greene and Chettle 

prose other than , those, used, in . the , screening. - Fifty words: emerged from 
this process .~ .twenty-?nine most markedly favored by Greene as - compared 
with Chettle, and twenty-one most markedly' favored by Chettle vis-1- vis 
Greene. .-•• 

Similar quantitative analyses showed that Greene and Chettle 
contrasted.sharply in their use of seventeen high-frequency function words, 
and in their use also of .the. thirtyrthree. least common words found in 
the Groatsworth .of .Wit . -. Finally, study of their usage of five 
morphological .vari ables (prefixes ,. suffixes, .reflexive pronouns, gerund 
. plurals, and .compound words) and two syntactical features (parentheses 
and word-order inversion) produced many additional discriminators of the 
two writers' linguistic habits. 

When the contrasting rates of .usage of these ten classes of .language . 

- variables .were applied as .authorship. tests r . to. the Groatsworth of Wit , the 
.. frequency patterns found in the questioned; work. differed in every case 

..from. those that had .been .established. as. characteristic of Greene; and. in 

- every case they matched those. establi'shed ; ..as ; . typical of Chettle. For 

- . the words in which .their usages- con trasted . most markedly / the .29 Greene-^ 

- favored words occur collectively in the Groatsworth of Wit . at less . 
than one-fourth their averaqe collective frequency in Greene's prose, 
whereas the .21- Chettle-favored . words occur in the : Groatsworth at almost 
precisely the rate to be expected. if the book was another sample of 
Chettle's prose. Only 38% of the. Greene -favored words, as compared with 
86% of the Chettlerfavored words, turn up in the questioned work. The 
six words which Chettle uses as a group 37 times as often as Greene 

. .. (almost two occurrences per one .thousand words , as . compared with Greene's 
one occurrence in twenty thousand words) show 22 occurrences in the 
.11 ,000-word Groatsworth.of . Wit. .Of the seventeen high-frequency words 
-which. qua! i f i ed . as . di s cri mi n ators , . fourteen have frequency-distribution 
patterns i n . the . Groatsworth th at-. are . uni i ke Greene ' s and similar to . 
Chettle's; all five such words showing the. greatest Differential Ratios 
between the two writers -.(a:,- and, .as, hy_,,and so) have patterns more like 
Chettle's than . Greene's.-. . Of .33. refatively uncommon words and word-senses 
sifted out of the Groatsworth by pre-established criteria, none appears 
v In the Greene corpus , whereas five appear in the much smaller Chettle 
corpus. 

For the group of prefix discriminators, the frequency rate of, words 
beginning .wi th these prefixes in the Groatsworth (29.3) differs decidedly 
from Greene's average rate (18.8) and agrees well with Chettle's 



ix 



(31.3).* And for the suffix discriminators as a group the' Groatsworth 
rate of 17.1, almost double Greene-' s typical rate of 9.1, matches the 
Chettle rate of 17.6. Individually, all the prefixes, and all but one 
of the suffixes , show rates approximating Chettle's and differing 
widely from Greene '.s.. The Groatsworth also exhibits Chettle's practice 
in using reflexive pronouns and plural forms of the gerund at a markedly 
higher rate than Greene..- 

For all ten categori es -.of : compound words in which the two writers 
have distinctively different rates of usage (Greene's being in each case 
. lower than Chettle's), the frequencies in the. Groatsworth reflect Chettle's 
practice, not Greene's. .Grouping of .the .four categories in which the 
Differential Ratios between the authors are greatest yields an average 
frequency of v 39 for Greene, 1.97 for Chettle, and 2.73 for the 
. Groatsworth of Wit .. In the use of parentheses (excluding conventional 
. usages) .the Groatsworth .rate of 4.81 is five and one-half times Greene's 
average rate of .86 and almost four times the highest rate (1 .34) found 

• in the fi ve Greene works concorded,- whereas i t is consistent with 
Chettle's average .rate of 3.69 and virtually identical with his 
highest rate (4.69) in a. single work. . 

.-. Study of the word-rorder positions of prepositional phrases revealed 
..that, in every-.one. of .the twelve discriminating categories, the 
Groatsworth of Wit had rates of inversion from three to twenty-five 
. or more .times higher than .Greene's-, and . remarkably si mi 1 ar to Chettl e ' s . 

. The total rates for all discriminant categories are : 1.34 in Greene, 

4.75 in Chettle, and .4.38 in the Groatsworth . For. the four types of 

• prepositional phrase inversion- by which Chettle ' s prose style can be 
most clearly distinguished . from. Greene's , the- Groatsworth frequency 
is -similar- to-.Chettle-'s and over sixteen- times that of Greene. 

When the Groatsworth was .checked- for a number .of idiosyncratic 
. usages of the two wri ters , Chettle '.s authorship was strikingly confirmed. 
Greene invariably uses .the combi nati ve forms howsoever , whatsoever , 
whensoever, .wheresoever, and- whosoever,-. avoiding the parallel - ever 
forms (however , . whatever-,- etc. ) ; .but . the -ever forms: predominate in 
the Groatsworth, as they .do also in .Chettle. Greene has the colloquial 
form- ye only -one-half of- one- percent of- the times he uses the second 
person pronoun the rate is-. 38% in Chettle and 19% in the Groatsworth . 

Not only Chettle's .distinctively higher. frequencies for the prefix un- 
and the suffix - less , but also his unorthodox formations with these 
negative affixes .are reflected: in the Groatsworth . Greene has no case 
of the-.noun + present participle- type of .compound, which occurs at a 
rate of one. per 5000 words . in -.Chettle; three cases ( home-breedi ng , sun- 
darkening-, and ,wlne^ washlng ).appear . 1 n the Groatsworth . Finally, four 
categories of prepositional phrase inversion that do not occur at all 
in-. the Greene corpus occur- 36-. times in Chettle and five times in the 



*A11 frequencies are given as average number of occurrences per 
1000 words. 
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Groatsworth of Wit . 

When the letter to the playwrights, which contains the passage on 
Shakespeare, was concbrded : separately and tested by each of the lexical , 
morphological , and. syntactical criteria. that had proved reliable 
discriminators of the- Greene and Chettle styles , the findings were as 
follows : For- eleven of the .thirteen stylistic tests applied, the 
frequency rates .appearing Tn : the letter. are unmistakably those 
. characteristic of Chettle; and specific usages also reflect Chettle's 
linguistic. habits. . .The .similarity. is especially marked 1 in the two 
. syntacti cal -features , : parentheses and.word-order : inversion. Besides . 

. the extraordinarily high frequency of parentheses, as in Chettle 
. compared to Greene, six' of- the ten instances- in the letter can be closely 
• paralleled^ in .Chettle, whereas- none can be identified. as characteristic 
of Greene; moreover,-.three : parenthetical .phrases which appear in .Chettle, 
. and never in Greene, .turn up also. in the letter. Similarly, the types 

. of prepositional phrase inversion' that Chettle favored appear in the 
.Groatsworth; most notably, Chettle's inversion of phrase and past 
. .participle (as in by him forsaken ) , which does not occur at all in . the 
.Greene corpus, appears in the letter ("Looke but to me, by him , 
perswaded"). Thus the. evidence of linguistic preferences provides an 
independent demonstrati on -of .Chettle's authorship of the famous letter 
to. Greene's fellow-playwrights— and consequently of his authorship 
of the attack* on Shakespeare hitherto believed to have been penned by 
Robert Greene. ... ..*... 

The technique of .computational stylistics developed in . this project 
... provided, the means' of effectively distinguishing two pfose styles, 
namely .those , of Robert -‘.Greene, and Henry Chettle. A computer-aided 
comparative analysis of their. known writings, focussing on their habits 
in the use of ten diverse- variables of expression, produced a formidable 
. battery of contrasting- practices ; and the application of these. as 
cri teri a . of. thei r . res pect i ve . styles yi e 1 ded a . 1 arge . body of. object i ve 

evidence, .in . concrete-, and . precisely quanti fied. form, testifying to 

.-.Chettle!s ; . authorship, of. the- book published' as '. Greeners Groatsworth of 
Wit. This evidence .points-. decisively .to . Chettle's .having forged .the 
. Groatsworth of .Witv.including the letter to Greene's fellow-playwrights 
and the attack on Shakespeare,' within* three weeks after the death of 
the ; : purported author* • « . .- 

. Discovery of. the'.actual -.authorship .of . this . book writes a new 
story-.of .the-.fi rst-. known-. episode in .Shakespeare's career as an actor 
and playwright* Instead of envisioning a resentful literary rival 
attacking Shakespeare'. from .his .deathbed, we now see the enterprising 
. free lance, Henry Chettle-, perpetrating a publishing hoax to. exploit 
the public. interest -excited by- the sensationalized news of Greene's 
death.. . .In concocting the purported last .letter .of Greene to-tiis 
. .scholar-rplaywright . friends-, Chettle followed the .format of popular 
. repentance .literature*- And in having Greene inveigh against Shakespeare 
as "an .upstart , Crow'.' , he' added to .his .fabrication .the spice of . . 
provocative .topical .allusion. The .implication of .the episode is that 
Shakespeare was already so famous in 1592 for his trilogy of Henry VI 
plays that satirical comment on him made lively publicity for the book. 
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In the light of this new perspective on the attack , the investigator 
hopes his further study of Chettle's method’ of fabrication will resolve 
the question of whether the dramatist was being charged with plagiarism 
or presumption. . 

The technique of computational .stylistics employed in this 
research is . generally •.applicable to problems of authorship attribution. 
It- also has significant implications .for. the development of more 
objective methods in. the study and teaching of literary style in 
college courses, especially on the* advanced undergraduate and the 
graduate levels. 
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INTRODUCTION 



The Problem . 

extended to include -also studies of morphological and syntactical 

vari ables^not^bly .prefixes ° n 

W hi ch promised further means of stylistic discrimination. 

Thp more soecific and immediate. objective was the application of 
the computer technique : to the -solution of an .authorship ;P™kle^ , J? 
is of considerable importance' in 'Shakes pea re an .studies. . -The P^ojoct . 
aro c e in fact out:of the need .to .determine, more. conclusively. than ha 

proved T possibie U by: the investigators earlier col lection - a S?I ?2£lXh 

of external and internal :evidence, -whether 

S?Si.gr.pki“!i sa K»ctk, wk»-o«ti.«ti»it, ij »)=•;« *««<•• 

is the main -source -for Greene’s life, especially for _hi$ Supposed^ 

continental -travels, -profligacy, P®^ 0 ^?^| P 2i? aSd tKeoentance' 
deathbed. repentance. . :Both the Groatsworth .of Wit . «epen*an ? T l i. ios 
though -often .questioned, have Up. to .now ' been -accepted . a^genulne^wrl tings 

of Robert -Greene... The present investlgatlon^amines. the. hypothesis ... 
that .these .books ;were.posthuiW)US’ forgeries;. specifically, that. the . . 

Groatsworth of Wit was fabricated immediately af ter -Greene. s .death _ by . 
t^ suPDosed edi lo r ^enry Chettle , and that the. Repentance_ .was produced, 
to further .exploit, the profitable hoax’ that had been perpetrated oh the 

reading public. 

Apart from. the far greater .importance of .this 
allusion to. Shakespeare, the study .concentrates ^^he^roblemof ^the^ 
Groatsworth -of .Wit for the. reason. that. in. this .c^e only^ojwrltere are 

i n ques ti on , . the . putati ve .author, Greene , .and the ;jVSF«cted .forger, . 

Chettle 1 in . the: caseof.the'.Repentance,. no. external evidence -points .to. 

• • a narti cul ar .susoect * and . the : i den ti ty “of: 1 ts author. cannot therefore. 

be established by a single comparative " sty Us tic. study. -The. Groatswort h 

• • of * Wi t^ moreover , .is -long enough (11 ,000 .words) -to. pro vide: adequate .text 
fnr "tFr nrniprted an^^Y COQ i whereas .the -Repentance -is,. not .only much 

ISer ‘ P but e .contains .sect^ ch : do ;nfep3Ft: to .have .been .wr i tten 

by Greene. It should also be said that the’ Repentance is more paten y 



o 

ERIC 



1 



open to skepticism; its acceptance has usually b ? en Jin’its 
acceptance of the Groatsworth , and few would be inclined to maintain its 

authenticity if the Groatsworth were shown to be spurious. 

The aim, then, is to use electronic data processing to facilitate 
a comprehensive comparison of certain features of the styles of Greene 
and Chettle, in the hope that such an analysis will produce decisive 
evidence of the authorship of Greene's Groatsw orth of Wit.. 

Background of the Study . 

Robert Greene, playwright and prolific author of pamphlets and 
romances, died in London on September 3,1592 after, ^cording to Present 
belief, having launched from his deathbed a bitter attack on the rising 
Shakespeare. One of the mainstays of the popular , a nd 1 ong a 
colorful figure in the life of the town, he was especially notorious tor 
a series of "conycatching" pamphlets advertised as inside revelations of 
the Elizabethan underworld. The news of his death was something of a 
sensation; and hackwriters and publishers were demonstrably active in 
exploiting the public interest it aroused. 

The two pamphlets which purported to be Greene 1 s own accounts of a 
profligate life and remorseful end — Greene’s Groat sworth of Wit and > 

The Repentance of Robert Greene— were licensed for publication liy entries 
in the Stationers' Register, to different publishers, on September 20 and 
October 6 , 1592, respectively. Thev are, at least superficially, much 
like' Greene's undoubted writings in content and style. Besides the title- 
page- ascripttor,, the external evidence that has weighed most heavily in 
the acceptance of them as authentic by all editors of Greene, jnd by 
literary historians generally, is the' testimony of Henry 1 e i u p JTi!?^ er ’ 

publishers’ agent, free-lance pamphleteer, and later dramatist, Chettle 
declared in the preface to his Kind-Heart’s Dream, three months after 
Greene’s death, that "many papers" by Greene were in booksellers hands 
when he died, among them the Groatsworth of Wit ; and further that he 
(Chettle) had copied over the almost illegible manuscript of the 
Groatsworth for licensing and printing. Replying to con temporary ^charges 
that he had forged the Groatsworth of Wit in Greene's name, he affirmed 
that the work was indeed "all Greenes ". At the same time, while 
declininq to apologize to Marlowe for references to him in the book as 
a Machiavellian and an atheist, he regretted that he had not exercised 
editorial discretion to expunge the harsh allusion to Shakespeare, whom 
he had since come to admire greatly. Chettle's much-quoted tribute to 
Shakespeare in this later book may have predisposed Shakespearean 
scholars to believe his story of the authorship of the Groatsworth of 
Wit and to discount the contemporary charge of forgery. 

As already noted, however, skepticism about the genuineness of these 
pamphlets has been expressed from time to time over the past century, 
chiefly because of the circumstances surrounding their posthumous 
publication and the difficulty of crediting the confessions they present 
of Greene's aliened depravity. Such doubts have been ineffectual; and 
they have in any' case usually been limited to suspicion of editorial 
tamoerinq with actual Greene manuscripts. The latest effort to impugn 
the authenticity of the Groatsworth and the Repentance , by Chauncey 



2 



Sanders a generation ago, was promptly rebutted by Harold Jenkins; and 
subsequently Rene Pruvost, after an extensive analytical review of the 
question, was confident' that both works should remain in t * ie ?r e ? ne hac 
canon. ' Yet the specter of doubt that has haunted these pamphlets has 
not been exorcised. The question of authorship is still moot, and an 
effort to resolve it by stylistic analysis is long overdue.' 

The importance of establishing the authorship of the Groatsworth 
of Wit' is that it concerns the truth of what has up to now been believed 
about the first known episode in Shakespeare's career. The hostile 
allusion to him as an actor and playwright in London is contained in an 
ooen letter written into the Groatsworth and addressed especially to 
Greene's fellow-playwrights, Marlowe, Nashe, and Peele. These university- 
educated writers are warned against the successful upstart Crow, 
beautified with our feathers, that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a 
Pi avers hyde, supposes he is as well able to bombas t~out^aJ)lanke verse 
as the best - of you: and beeing an absolute Iohannes fa c totum, is in his 

owne conceit the only Shake-scene in a countrey." 

Shakespeare, assuming the genuineness of the Groatsworth of j m , have 
pictured an envious Greene penning this resentful diatribe. But if the 
Groatsworth was in fact wholly a posthumous fabrication, the .true story 
of the attack on Shakespeare was very different indeed. On the 
hypothesis of forgery, the book was a hoax perpetrated by Henry Chettle, 
in collusion with others in the book trade, to capitalize on the great 
popular interest excited by the news of Greene's death. If the 
fabrication was total, then Chettle's literary impersonation of Greene 
included the composition of the letter to the playwrights; and the motive 
for the satirical onslaught on Shakespeare (as also for the allusions to 
Marlowe) was Chettle's journalistic desire to spice the book with topical 
sensationalism. The newly-famous Shakespeare had high publicity value 
in the fall of 1592. 

More is involved than the incident itself. The question of how 
we are to interpret "Greene's attack upon Shakespeare" is one of the 
greatest cruxes in Shakespearean scholarship. Controversy has raged 
over this passage for two hundred years, from the time of the great 
eighteenth century scholar Edmund Malone to the present. Many, like 
Malone and J. Dover Wilson, have read the lines as a contemporary .. 
accusation of plagiarism against Shakespeare, which supported their theory 
that his early history plays were merely revisions of works by Greene 
and the other playwrights addressed in the letter. Other 
scholars, on the contrary, have seen in the invective merely a charge 
of presumption aqainst the less well educated actor-playwright for 
competing with his betters. If Chettle's authorship of the Groatsworth 



^ Cnauncey E. Sanders, "Robert Greene and his 'Editors''', 
Publications of the Modern Language Association (PMLA), XLVIII 11933) 
012 jl7~ Hnrnlii 35nlflns " n " tho authenticity of Greene s Groatsworth 
of Wi t and The Repen tance of Robert Greene" , The Review of English 
Studiis . V T 28-TTnRen? PruvostT Kobert Greene et ses Romans 

' (Paris, 1938, pp. 503-545.) 



were established, it might then be possible to reconstruct his method 
of fabrication; and there is reason to hope that such a reconstruction 
might lead to a final determination of this long-debated question. 

Earlier Work . , 

In earlier research on the problem, the present investigator has 
developed a body of both external and internal evidence which in his view 
converts the prior probability in favor of authenticity into a fairly 
strong likelihood that both "last works" of Greene were in fact 
posthumous forgeries. This evidence (which will be published elsewhere, 
along with the results of the present study) can be summarized briefly 
as follows: Substantial reasons exist for questioning the veracity of 
Chettle's story of editing an actual Greene manuscript. His credibility 
fails on closer examination: it is to be noted, moreover, that the 
Groatsworth of Wit ms licensed for publication, not on the responsibility 
of the. publisher, but "upon the peril 1 of Henrye Chettle." Chettle is a 
most likely suspect, with the best ooportunitv, the most obvious of 
commercial motives, and superb qualifications as a writer, for such a 
fabrication. Evidence can be given of his penchant for hoaxing the public 
and of his ability to produce a good imitation of Greene's work. 

Publishing conditions at the time were highly conducive to the production 
of pseudo-Greene writings. Indeed# much is known about the posthumous 
exploitation of Greene by sensati on-monger ing publishers; and amona 
these weV'e the men who printed the Groatsworth, namely, John Wolfe' and 
John Danter, both notorious for fraudulent and sensational publications. 
Contemporary disbelief in Greene's authorship of the posthumous pamphlets 
can be much more fully documented than has hitherto been thought. Certain 
broad features of the Groatsworth of Wit — especially its hybrid character 
and amoral tone— which are not characteristic of Greene's writings, are 
thoroughlv consistent with Chettle's authorship. In details of content, 
the Groatsworth is marked bv a kind of echoing of Greene's works which 
is different from the self-repetition that Greene was prone to. At the 
same time, errors in the text are apparent rr slips ,r of the forger. As to 
The Repentance of Robert Greene , the existence of the same stylistic 
features in the mam text, purportedly by Greene, as in the editor's 
account of Greene's death and in the publisher's preface, provides the 
strongest evidence of fabrication.* The incredibility of the content, 
and certain other aspects of the book hitherto ascribed to other causes, 
can be more satisfactorily explained bv the hypothesis of a fabricator 
working under the necessity of outdoinq the lucrative sensationalism 
of the previous Iv successful Groatsworth . 

Hypotheses . 

The hypotheses on whtch the present investigation is based are 
consequent! v the following: (1) that both Greene's Groatsworth of Wit 

and The Repentance of Robert Greene were products of the posthumous 
exploitation of popular interest in Greene and the manner of his life 
and death: (2) that the Groatsworth o f Wit was wholly fabricated bv 

Henry Chettle in Greene's name, and th’atfTn forging the work Chettle 
assumed Greene's character and counterfeited his style; (3) that, far 
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from Greene's having written the attaclcon Shake^eare,_ehettle^^ p osed 
the letter to Greene's fellow-playwrights , including the ^ a t tac 4; a *; a " 
integral part of the hoax; and (4) that 

was also a fabrication; but that it was * adapted . in part , as 'Sanders^ 
conjectured, from a presumably genuine unfinished manuscript .by Greene, 
"The Repentance .of a Conycatcher" # which Danter, who printed the 
Repentance , is known to have possessed. 

The hypothesis" relevant' to the' broader objective* of this project, 
is that .a computer-aided coll ectl on -and -analysis ' : of ^writers differing 
practices in. lexical .choice, .and in* other objectively measurable 
characteristics of style, can . producer body.of concrete, precisely 

will .satisfactorily' distinguish f one wri ter!, 
style from another's and 'provide probative evidence for the attribution 

of a disputed work. 

Purpose . 

The purpose, therefore, of the' present* study is: to .use".electronic 
data processing .as' an aid- in' making' a* comparative analysis* of the known 
writings of Robert Greene' and* Henry Chettle; .If we .can 1 discover concrete, 
quantifiable characteristics' that' differentiate -theTr styles ,^we can 
then match these stylistic* discriminators as* crttena’ of * authorship 
against 1 the' language.practices' fountain the* questioned* work.. It f J 
hoped to arrive thus* at a determination* of the* ^ative probabilities.^ 
of authorship as between the purported* author of the* Groatsworth of Wit 
and the suspected forger. 

The speci al challenge in this attempt' to establish authorship by 
stylistic. evidence lies in the fact that both Greene and.Chettle wrote 

in a highly conventional , cliche- ridden* manner {showing .little 

Individuality, for example, in imagery and allusions), and; used the 
common diction of Elizabethan popular prose; and .that, ton -the '.hypothesis 
of fabrication, the' forger's efforts to produce*a\counterfei t good 
eLug^lS ring true .fora wading- public highly familiarwith Greene's 
writings .would tend .to obscure the* normal* differences \ between their 1 
styles and' make it all the more* difficult to* distinguish between them. 



1 Neither Sanders . (pp. 396, 399) , nor Pruvost (pt .512) believed 
it possible. to determine the question of authorship by stylistic 
evidence. 
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Rationale . 

The basic assumptions of this study are the following: that a writer 
exhibits individual patterns of linguistic preference as he employs the 
many variables of expression; that when the data for his use of any given 
variable, such as lexical choice, are collected and quantified, the 
rates of frequency and the idiosyncrasies that emerge may serve to 
distinguish his style from that of another writer in* respect' to the 
variable in question; that such patterns of frequency and usage can 
indeed be detected and .precisely quantified for comparison - ; that some 
will be found reliably consistent in a writer's - work irrespective of 
lapse of time or changes of subject-matter; that - differences of this 
sort in linguistic choice are largely unconscious and' habitual , and 
therefore, .for the most .part, inimitable; - and, finally, that cumulative 
evidence of such distinctive and characteristic patterns of linguistic 
usage will be probative for authorship attribution., 

In brief, these assumptions amount to saying that, if the 
posthumously-published Groatsworth of Wi t was genuinely ‘Greene's, it 
will exhibit his d i s t i n cti ve pre f e ren ces i n word-choice and other 
linguistic practices; and that, if on the contrary it was written by 
Chettle, it will exhibit the quite different patterns of preference 
characteristic of his style. If Chettle was the author, his hand 
should be revealed, however much he sought to .imitate - Greene, by his 
inability either to reproduce to any great extent Greene's - habitual . 
practices, or to slough off for the nonce his own linguistic predilections 

Technique . 

The general technique employed consisted of a procedure for the 
study of lexical choice, supplemented by a series of procedures for 
the study of other linguistic preferences. The primary procedure 
comprised. three .stages: (1) the use of electronic data processing to 
organize the. vocabularies of Greene's and Chettle's writings in the 
form of verbal indexes , concordances , and order-of-frequency lists; 

(2) the analysis of these computer-produced materials for the detection 
of the significantly different practices of the two writers in choice 
* and usage :of .words ; .and .(3) .the systematic comparison of the Greene and 
Chettle .preferences, .thus .differentiated, with those found in. the 
Groatsworth of .Wit .(similarly. indexed and concorded by computer). to 
ascertain whether .the .disputed work exhibits the patterns of word-usage 
characteristic of .Greene. or .Chettle. The materials produced. for the 
study of lexical choice were then employed. for the collection of 
quantitative .data on .a .number of .other linguistic variables 0 Where 
contrasting .patterns .were .found, .these provided additional criteria 
for distinguishing the Greene and Chettle styles and helping 



6 



determine the authorshlp' of the' disputed work. 

Choice of Corpora . 

From Greene's voluminous*, writings',' five ’.works published, in. the 
last two years of his .career (104*596 .words In all) were chosen -as a 
SesentK and adequate -sample .of his .late .prose;l. -Three .of .these- 
Greened Mmiyninn .Garment . . Never*. Too , t a te_ , and . Francesco 

belong, to. the :saL.genre”of': repentance -pamphlet, .modeied"on:the. parable . . 

of the .Prodigal .Sons ’.as the* Groatswo rth.of .Wit ; .the others -.- A No t a J_.- • 
Discovery* ofXosenage,. the ;first.of Tereeneis -conyfcatching. pamphlets , 
and A Pulp .f or , an -Upstart .Courtier ; :a> social ,satire--were .chosen to . 
re veal °var i ati ons or * us ape due to di f ference . of .genre ...Al 1 \ were wri tten 

within at most three years of the GroatSW . QJ? ^ J^- 0 * 1 ?^ 06 ;. 0 ?* . 

whole works, it .was felt, rather than randomly .selected. blocks of text, 
would make immedi ately .apparent which .usages var^d 
subject-matter, .and which .show e d'rel ^ivelyseonsistcnt .frequencies 
throughout .the author's work. The body of’ Chettle s wr1ttngs.to.be 
concorded for .comparison constituted, except for. the ; e P}stles:tobe . 
•mentioned .below as .control * material ; :the entire’ corpus (totalling - 
*43;190 .words) .of .his .known prose.* . These*. three .works -- Kind-Hea rts • • 
Dream .Piers .Pla inness* Seven .Years Prentiship’ , .and .Engl andf.s mourn i nc[ 
•Garment— are heterogeneous in genre and subject-matter; ^and^none .be longs 
to the - same .genre .as the 10 ,999-word Groatsworth*.of .^ they^range .in 
date from. 1592 .to. 1603. Whatever bias .mi ght exist .tn . the sampltng_ 
procedure .because of similarity .of subject-matter. or * 

of composition, would favor Greene and operate against the hypothesis. 

Pre-edi ti no" and’ Keypunching* of Texte . 

The Greene: and. Chettle texts were pre-edited for the computer. in 
order to. Impose essential uniformity on’ the diversity of editorial 
practices .found in the .printed .editions ; -thisjwas "ecessary^to insure 
accuracy in the tabulation of frequencies. Modern practice was 



l$ee Appendix A for a complete list of the texts concorded for 
this study. 

¥ 

^The figures given are the computer* word- counts. Verse interpolated 
in Greene's and Chettle 's prose works (approximately equal .in. amount 
inthe two authors) was included in the ebneorded texts. 



^The best, avail able .modem editions .were ’.used, .and. Xerox -copies of 
:he original .sixteenth century editions were* consul ted*, ^correct a 
rery few. obvious errors in. word forms. The innumerable^ mi nor departures 
?om the originals in spelling.and:punctuation;:especially^i^^ 
irosart .edition .of Greene , .were .not corrected;' they* could safely be 
ignored for the purposes of this study. 
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